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Comet watching made easy

by Michael Lach

This winter will mark the thirtieth recorded
appearance of Halley’s Comet. Since it will not
return until the year 2061, now is the time to
see it.

Comet-watching is best accomplished on a
dark, clear night. Go to a place where there are
few bright lights and obstructing objects — ina
field far away from a town. The moon is also
very bright,.so try to pick a night when there is
little or no moon visible.

Halley’s comet will be visible by telescope
only in November and December, early in the
evening in the southwest sky, in the constella-
tions of Orion, Taurus, and Aries. In December
and January, it will be within the constella-
tions of Aries and Pisces, as well as being close
to the Pleiades star cluster. The comet will then
go behind the sun, and will be invisible from
Earth until March. From the middle of March to
April the comet will be in the south-southeast

sky, very early in the morning. This is the best
time to see the comet.

Most experts recommend that amateur comet
watchers use binoculars for viewing. They give
a wide angle of the sky and let a lot of light in
(making the image brighter). They are also re-
latively cheap. Magnifications of 7x50 and
10x50 are best, but a 7x35 pair will do.

If you are lucky enough to have afriend with a
telescope, some truly spectacular views can be
seen. Since a telescope offers a much smaller
field of vision, much more time must be spent
positioning the scope to find the comet. Ho-
wever, the picture should be well worth the wait
and the hassle. When selecting a telescope, get
one with a low magnification and large aper-
ture, to collect the most amount of light.

A comet does not come and go in seconds.
Instead, it remains visible for several months at
a time. If it is cloudy one night, wait until the
weather improves for a view of this winter’s
most important astronomical event.

Star charts like this one of the Northern Hemisphere, can

be useful in sighting Halley’s comet. (Chart courtesy of
Houghton Miflin Company and H.A. Rey, Copyright 1976)
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